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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  chapTer 6 Web Communications Commodity Chains IcommencemyappraisalofWeb-orientedcommunicationscommoditychains withnetworksandaccessdevices:anexpansive,malleableinfrastructure.Layered into this infrastructure are services and applications powered by other intermediaries,vendorsofeverythingfromoperatingsystems,browsers,search engines, and social networks to program content.1 Recomposition continued at a frenzied pace across this great range throughout the digital depression, signifying capital’s scramble to open and to occupy high-profit boxes. Networks Behind the retail end of contemporary communications—the side that we experience as consumers—lies a sprawling telecommunications infrastructure . Kindles allow us to download books and other texts through Amazon’s behind-the-scenes arrangements for “sponsored connectivity” with carriers; smartphones transport us to Facebook and Sina Weibo via what are, for most of us, invisible wires, cables, and radio frequencies. Virtual spaces are, in fact, bolted to the material world through spatially organized infrastructures: “the networks of the Internet,” writes Andrew Blum, “are as fixed in real, physical places as any railroad or telephone system.”2 Myentrypointforengagingtheseinfrastructuresisfamiliar:thatboththeextentofthesenetworksandtheirinformation -carryingcapacity—theirdatatransfer rate or effective transmission speed3 —have experienced qualitative growth. 84 parT ii: The recomposiTion of commUnicaTions Toward the end of the twentieth century, repeated surges in network transmission speed prompted effusions about a “telecosm”4 marked by “infinite bandwidth.”Evenasitgrew,however,networkinformation—carryingcapacity actually continued to be distributed and priced differentially—by region, by service, and by type of customer. Capacious networks were built to carry all kindsofmessages—voiceandvideoaswellasemailandotherapplications—as packetsofdata,anddatacarriagegrewexplosively.5 Asnetworkmodernization acquired sweeping scope, at every scale the balance between expansion and constraint, surplus and dearth, spasmodically altered. In1960,morethanfour-fifthsoftheworld’s142millionwiredtelephoneswere locatedintheUnitedStatesandWesternEurope.Halfacenturylater(attheend of 2013), more than a billion landlines were distributed more widely around the world, and subscriptions to an increasingly all-purpose service—fixed broadband —had climbed to 688 million. This expansion was surpassed, however, by the even more spectacular rollout, from virtually none a quarter-century earlier, of more than 6.8 billion mobile cellular connections—including 2.1 billion mobile broadband subscriptions6 (with a large number of multiple subscriptions among wealthier users). Growth was nothing short of phenomenal; and these extensions of access not only co-existed with but also created new communicativeinequalities .InpartsofAfricain2010barelyhalfofthepopulationcouldeven be reached by a wireless signal;7 in 2013, 45 percent of Brazilians including 80 percentinthelowestincomeclass,hadneveraccessedtheinternet.8 Meanwhile, the number of broadband subscribers passed the half-billion mark worldwide in July 2010, with Asia accounting for 41 percent of all lines, Europe for 30 percent ,andNorthAmericafor26percent.9 Overall,developingcountriesincreased their share of the world’s Internet users from 44 percent in 2006 to 62 percent in 2011. Billions of people gained new means of electronic connection; no fewer than three-quarters of the world’s mobile phones were in the hands of people outsidethewealthyOrganizationforEconomicCooperationandDevelopment (OECD) countries.10 However, the overall pattern reproduced unevenness and inequality.WhileNorthAmericaandWesternEuropemigratedtocutting-edge mobileinternetservicesstandardizedaroundthird-andfourth-generationwireless broadband technologies (3G and LTE), the number of African subscribers to the earlier second-generation wireless standard continued to climb.11 Africa’s international bandwidth demand was projected to grow at a compounded annualrateof51percentbetween2012and2019 —outpacingallotherregions—but signifying that, at the end date, Africa’s fifty-four countries still would generate less demand than Canada taken alone.12 My second point is that this spatial, social, and technical enlargement of network access came about as a result of repeated cycles of increased capital [3.228.24.70] Project MUSE (2024-04-10 18:48 GMT) 85 Chapter 6. Web Communications Commodity Chains spending. During the transition decade spanning between 1992 and 2001, the telecommunications industry accounted for one-third of all new investment in the United States.13 One study of capital spending by the world’s telecommunicationscarriersprojectedanincreaseof5 .8percentfor2011over2010—to $311 billion.14 According to the FCC, during the first two years of the digital depression—2008and2009—“thewirelesssectoraccountedformorethan30 percentofalltelecominvestment,aquarterofallinformation/communication industry investment, and two percent total investment in the U.S. economy.” U.S. wireless operators invested some $25 billion in 2011.15 In 2013 China’s (and theworld’s)largestwirelessoperator—ChinaMobile—aloneplannedtoinvest $30.5 billion.16 The story is thus not only one of successful technical improvement but also of unlocking access to pools of investment capital. As I will explain later, this in turn was predicated on a radical reworking of institutional policy. Throughout much of the world, this investment came mainly from abroad. Foreign direct investment, Verizon observed, “has been the driver of telecommunications sector growth in liberalizing economies”; at the height of the internet bubble, between 1999 and 2001, the telecommunications field drew no lessthan$331billionworthofinvestmentindevelopingcountries—morethan any other sector... 
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